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  THE PARTNERS 

About the Kitty and Michael Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy 

The Kitty and Michael Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy at Northeastern University conducts 

interdisciplinary research, in collaboration with civic leaders and scholars both within and beyond Northeastern 

University, to identify and implement real solutions to the critical challenges facing urban areas throughout Greater 

Boston, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, and the nation. Founded in 1999 as a ñthink and doò tank, the Dukakis 

Centerôs collaborative research and problem-solving model applies powerful data analysis, a bevy of multidisciplinary 

research and evaluation techniques, and a policy-driven perspective to address a wide range of issues facing cities and 

towns. These issues include affordable housing, local economic development, workforce development, transportation, 

public finance, and environmental sustainability. The staff of the Dukakis Center works to catalyze broad-based efforts 

to solve urban problems, acting as both a convener and a trusted and committed partner to local, state, and national 

agencies and organizations. The Dukakis Center is housed within Northeastern Universityôs School of Public Policy and 

Urban Affairs.  

About the National League of Cities 

The National League of Cities is the nationôs oldest and largest organization devoted to strengthening and promoting 

cities as centers of opportunity, leadership, and governance. NLC is a resource and advocate for more than 1,600 

member cities and the 49 state municipal leagues, representing 19,000 cities and towns and more than 218 million 

Americans. Through its Center for Research and Innovation, NLC provides research and analysis on key topics and 

trends important to cities, creative solutions to improve the quality of life in communities, inspiration and ideas for local 

officials to use in tackling tough issues and opportunities for city leaders to connect with peers, share experiences, and 

learn about innovative approaches to urban governance. 

For additional information about the Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT), please visit 

http://www.northeastern.edu/dukakiscenter/econdev/edsat or contact:  
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  INTRODUCTION 

A robust, sustainable, and adaptable local economy depends heavily on public officials who can lead in forming and implementing an 

economic development strategy. A thorough strategy of local governance is developed with an understanding of local business 

interests and regional resource availability, and a careful assessment of the communityôs ability to attract new business investment and 

jobs. Participating in the Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT) is an important step public officials can take to 

assess their jurisdictionsô1 strengths and weaknesses for the purpose of planning for viable, long-term economic growth. Through 

EDSAT, public officials and business leaders collaborate as a team, assessing each of their roles in creating a business-friendly 

climate. 

By participating in this self-assessment, Grafton will not simply better understand its economic development assets and challenges, 

but learn to build upon strengths and overcome weaknesses. This report contains a thorough analysis of the responses provided by 

Grafton to the EDSAT questionnaire.  

The Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy will keep all individual-municipality results 

in this report strictly confidential. 

Project Overview 
Since 2005, Northeastern Universityôs Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Affairs (Dukakis Center) has sought to identify the 

ñdeal-breakersò that impede private investment in local municipalities. Based upon research on the resurgence of older industrial 

cities, the Dukakis Center has identified two crucial elements in economic development. First is a municipalityôs ability to respond 

opportunely to ever-changing market forces. Second is local governmentôs skill in working collaboratively with regional agencies, 

business leaders, and academic institutions to lessen municipal weaknesses and market the city or townôs strengths. These conclusions 

led to the development of EDSAT, an analytical framework for providing practical, actionable feedback to public officials. In its 

current form, EDSAT resulted from a partnership between the Dukakis Center and the National League of Cities (NLC). 

Methodology 
The foundation for the 200-plus questions that make up the EDSAT questionnaire was established when the Dukakis Center surveyed 

more than 240 members of the National Association of Industrial and Office Properties, now known as NAIOP and CoreNet Global. 

These leading professional associations represent site and location experts, whose members research new sites for businesses and 

other institutions. Members were asked to identify those factors that are most important to businesses and developers when evaluating 

locations. This process generated a set of 38 broad factors relevant to economic growth and development. Examples include highway 

access, available workforce, and the timeliness of permit reviews. Based on rankings by these location experts, EDSAT factors are 

identified as Very Important, Important, or Less Important to businesses and developers.  We denote these rankings as follows: A 

filled circle (̧ ) indicates Very Important, a half-filled circle (Ú) indicates Important, and an unfilled circle (º) indicates Less 

Important. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF EDSAT LOCATION FACTORS 

                                                           

1  Jurisdictions are usually categorized as individual towns and/or cities. A ñjurisdictionò can also consist of several small municipalities, a 

geographic region, or a countyðas long as each plans and strategizes its economic development efforts as a single entity. 
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Very Important   ̧

¶ Highway Access 

¶ Parking 

¶ Traffic 

¶ Infrastructure 

¶ Rents 

¶ Workforce Composition 

¶ Timeliness of Approvals 

¶ Website/Access to 

Information 

Important   Ú 

¶ Public Transit 

¶ Physical Attractiveness 

¶ Complementary / 

Supplemental Business 

Services 

¶ Critical Mass Firms 

¶ Cross Marketing 

¶ Marketing Follow-Up 

 

¶ Quality of Available 

Space 

¶ Land 

¶ Labor Cost 

¶ Industry Sensitivity 

¶ Sites Available  

¶ Predictable Permits 

¶ Fast Track Permits 

¶ Citizen Participation in 

the Review Process 

¶ Cultural and Recreational 

Amenities 

¶ Crime 

¶ Housing 

¶ Local Schools 

¶ Amenities 

¶ State Business Incentives 

¶ Local Business 

Incentives 

¶ Local Tax Rates 

¶ Tax Delinquency 

 

Less Important  º 

¶ Airports 

¶ Rail 

¶ Water Transportation  

¶ Proximity to Universities 

and Research 

¶ Unions 

¶ Workforce Training 

¶ Permitting Ombudsman 

 

 

Each question in EDSAT addresses a particular location factor and provides three ways to interpret that factor relative to the response 

in your own community:  

1. The level of importance businesses and developers place on that location factor 

2. How other jurisdictions participating in EDSAT have typically responded to that question 

3. How your jurisdictionôs response compares to the typical response and the importance of the location factor  

The EDSAT analysis compares your jurisdictionôs responses with those of Comparison Group Municipalities (CGM)ðthat is, all of 

the jurisdictions that have completed the EDSAT questionnaire. With regard to the Permitting Process, for example, your jurisdiction 

may offer significantly shorter review times than the CGM.  In this case, the EDSAT analysis suggests that on this measure your 

jurisdiction may possess a relative advantage in what is a Very Important location factor. However, if permit reviews take significantly 

longer, then your jurisdiction may be at a disadvantage, because businesses are interested in ñtime-to-marketòðthe time it takes to get 

up and running in an ever-increasingly competitive environment.   

EDSAT assigns a color code to highlight the results of your jurisdiction compared to the median response among the CGM. Colorsð

green, yellow, and redðindicate a municipalityôs relative strength on each specific location factor. Green indicates that your 

jurisdiction is quantitatively or qualitatively stronger than the CGM response; yellow indicates that your jurisdiction is average or 

typical; and red indicates a relative deficiency. 
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SAMPLE RESULT, DRAWN FROM SECTION 1: ACCESS TO MARKETS/CUSTOMERS 

 

The interaction between the importance of a location factor and your jurisdictionôs relative strength yields powerful information. With 

respect to businesses and developers, a comparison yielding ñredò for a Very Important factor represents the potential for a ñdeal-

breaker,ò while a comparison resulting in ñgreenò for a Very Important factor represents the likelihood of a ñdeal-maker.ò There are 

several important considerations to keep in mind when reviewing a jurisdictionôs EDSAT results: 

1. If your jurisdiction is at a disadvantage in certain Very Important location factors, such as possessing a slow permitting 

process, a workforce that lacks necessary skills, and infrastructure that lacks the capacity to support growth, it is considered 

to have three distinct ñdeal-breakers,ò regardless of its geographic location.  

 

2. Your jurisdiction should look at its EDSAT results as an overview, and not focus on a particular location factor. One ñdeal-

breakerò does not mean that your jurisdiction should abandon its economic development efforts. At the same time, your 

jurisdiction cannot rely solely on one or two ñdeal-makers.ò Economic development is a dynamic process and should be 

managed in such a way that a community continually responds to the changing needs of local and prospective businesses.  

 

3. The interpretation of comparisons and color assignments depends on your jurisdictionôs context in answering the question 

and its objectives for economic development. For example, if there are significantly more square feet of vacant commercial 

space than the CGM median, EDSAT assigns ñredò because large amounts of space may indicate outdated facilities in a 

stagnant local economy. However, the empty space may actually be an asset if your jurisdiction is focusing on attracting 

businesses that would benefit from large spaces, such as a creative mixed-use complex. Thus, your jurisdictionôs context is 

important in understanding EDSAT results. 

For some questions, the red and green color assignments serve to highlight the response for further consideration within the context of 

your jurisdictionôs objectives and circumstances. Several questions have no comparison at all. They tend to be lists of potential 

incentives, resources, or regulations associated with the municipality and will be discussed in corresponding sections of the report.  
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 SUMMARY OF RELATIVE STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES 

This section summarizes Graftonôs primary strengths and weaknesses in the realm of economic development. EDSAT does not 

provide an overall grade for a jurisdiction, but rather assesses a jurisdictionôs unique set of strengths, weaknesses, and economic 

development objectives. 

The Dukakis Center staff create a list of significant or notable responses for each of the Very Important, Important, and Less 

Important location factors, emphasizing strengths and ñdeal-makers,ò which are not organized in any particular order of importance. 

Dukakis Center staff suggests that your municipality review these lists and use them to highlight, enhance, and market your townôs 

strengths.  

Tasks on the weakness and ñdeal-breakerò lists, however, are prioritized to emphasize the importance of their mitigation. The Dukakis 

Center staff arranges the tasks according to feasibility, with consideration of the latitude and abilities of local, county, or regional 

levels of government. For example, in a jurisdiction with limited highway access, building a new highway interchange or connector 

would likely be cost-prohibitive, time-consuming, and an inefficient use of local resources. However, other tasks are more feasible 

with modest investments in time and resources. For example, streamlining the permitting process and making related development 

information readily accessible to both location experts and businesses could be accomplished without significant capital investments. 

Although location experts rank both highway access and the timeliness of permitting as Very Important location factors, in the 

prioritized list of potential ñdeal-breakers,ò the permitting process is given a higher priority due to its feasibility in implementation.  

Graftonôs Strengths and Potential ñDeal-Makersò 
The following three lists of Graftonôs strengths are its powerful economic development assets. The town should build upon these 

assets and promote them to prospective businesses and developers. Grafton should first consider those in the Very Important group, 

then the Important, and finally the Less Important group. Please note that strengths are not listed in any particular order  within each 

list.  

 

Strengths among Very Important Location Factors 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE:  Graftonôs infrastructure is currently at sufficient capacity for growth and reliable service, which is ideal for a 

town hoping to engage in economic development. The kWh rates are below average for residential and commercial properties but 

slightly above average for industrial properties.  

 

LABOR  (AVAILABLE) : Over 51% of Graftonôs residents over 25 have earned at least a bachelorôs degree helps reinforce the case 

that Grafton has a strong labor pool that puts them at a competitive advantage.  

 

TRAFFIC: While many of the factors relating to traffic are in line with the CGM, the average speed of travel during rush 

hour is faster than other cities and towns. This is a strength, but anecdotes of a growing traffic concerns in North Grafton 

by Route 30 are important to monitor and manage to ensure that this continues to be a competitive advantage.  

WEBSITE: Graftonôs website is an excellent asset that is resourceful and kept up to date. Importantly, the main page 

features a specific portal on ñDoing Businessò that includes resources, opportunities and a permitting guide.  

 

WORKFORCE COMPOSITION: Grafton features a strong workforce that has an exceptionally high composition of 

technically skilled, managerial, and professional workers. Employers and developers considering Grafton will have a 

strong pool of qualified individuals to fill any skilled positions.  

 

  

Strengths among Important Location Factors 
 
COMPLEMENTARY/SUPPLEMENTARY BUSINESS SERVICES:  Grafton has two major competitive advantages when 

it comes to complementary and supplementary business services: regional chamber of commerce that is vigorously 

involved in the economic development activities of the town, and a biotech incubator at Tufts Veterinary School. Both of 

these factors outweigh the townôs lack of specialized law firms.  
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CULTURAL AND RECREATIONAL AMENITIES: Grafton appears to appreciate itôs rich history. Developers and 

workers alike enjoy having proximity to amenities such as golf courses or boating activities, but not every town has 

the capacity to leverage their history with local museums as an additional benefit.  

 

CRIME RATE: The crime rate in Grafton is very low, particularly burglary rates, auto theft, and robbery rate. 

Grafton does not typically have any homicides, so it is fair to assume homicides rate to return to zero.  

 

LAND: Grafton has ample land that is available for industrial large development. Grafton has also made a deliberate effort 

to put aside land in a business park that is being marketed toward businesses as well as life sciences and tech oriented 

developers.   

 
PHYSICAL ATTRACTIVENESS: Graftonôs vigorous enforcement of codes and regulations on abandoned 

properties and trash disposal, and vigorous maintenance of public spaces has helped to strengthen the 

communityôs physical attractiveness. Graftonôs low rates of commercial and industrial vacancies mean that the risk 

of blight is minimal. Being proactive about code violations by using ñSee Click Fixò further strengthens Graftonôs 

physical attractiveness.  

 

LABOR COST:  Graftonôs prevailing wages are lower for semi-skilled, blue-collar and mid-level clerical workers. This 

provides businesses with a valuable cost advantage.  

 

FAST TRACK PERMITS: Fast track permitting helps to reduce ñtime to marketò and Grafton does well in this regard. The 

townôs biotech ñplatinum readyò status helps to solidify this advantage.  

LOCAL SCHOOLS: Overall Grafton pupilsô performance is better than the CGM when it comes to English and  
mathematics proficiency, even though Grafton spends less than itôs peers per student, Spending is often a proxy for 
priority, but it seems that having good schools and high achievement are priorities for Grafton.   
 

LOCAL TAX RATES:  While the tax rate on property is high, Grafton currently has no tax abatements. Industry is also 

taxed at the same rate as residential and commercial property. The unitary tax structure combined with a meals tax helps 

to ensure that Grafton is collecting revenue in a way that is beneficial for economic development.  

 
Strengths among Less Important Location Factors 
 
RAIL: The Grafton commuter rail stop has helped drive growth in Grafton in recent years and its competitive advantage is 
significant.  
 
PROXIMITY TO UNIVERSITIES & RESEARCH: Grafton has great access to public and private four-year colleges and 
universities, vocational schools and is home to the Tufts Veterinary School.  
 
UNIONS: Grafton lacks significant union presence.   
 
PERMITTING OMBUDSMAN: Graftonôs local license requirements go beyond the CGM average.  

Graftonôs Weaknesses and Potential ñDeal-Breakersò 
Despite many advantages, Grafton has a number of apparent weaknesses that can pose a challenge to successful development. The 

factors in the Very Important group are the ones that the town should consider addressing first because they are the most critical 

potential ñdeal-breakers.ò Again, the town should next consider those in the Important group, and finally those the Less Important 

group.  

Unlike the above itemization of Graftonôs strengths, this three-part list of weaknesses is arranged in order of priority. We suggest 

that, while reviewing this prioritized list of challenges, participants keep in mind Graftonôs economic development objectives and the 

feasibility (economic and otherwise) of upgrading ñdeal-breakersò and other weaknesses.  

Weaknesses among Very Important Location Factors 
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RENT: Graftonôs rent prices are higher than then CGM in retail, general office, and manufacturing.  

PARKING: Although street parking is free throughout Grafton, on-site parking for retail, manufacturing and general office 

space are all below the CGM. Grafton is taking advantage of state and federal infrastructure grants, which shows promise, 

but parking at available sites continues to be an issue. HIGHWAY ACCESS: Grafton has low availability for retail sites 

within two miles of a limited access highway. That being said, most of the sites are just beyond two miles. Weight 

restrictions on some roads could be problematic for some businesses as well.  

 

Weaknesses among Important Location Factors 

 

INDUSTRY SENSITIVITY: Although it is not a relative weakness, Grafton along with the majority of the CGM would be 

wise to demonstrate greater industry sensitivity within the areas. 

PREDICTABLE PERMITS: Permitting processes that are predictable helps to facilitate economic development. Grafton 

currently does not provide a checklist of permitting requirements, a flowchart of the permitting process, a handbook or 

allow for a single presentation of a development proposal to all review boards, which makes this a weakness.   

CRITICAL MASS FIRMS: Grafton has planned for the adoption of a development strategy coupled with an 

economic plan, but because this has yet to be realized it should be considered a weakness. Grafton is also lacking 

in an aggressive industrial attraction plan.  

 

CROSS MARKETING: Grafton does not engage in cross marketing efforts of any kind: with already-resident firms, local 

or regional business organizations, or regional planning and development organizations, which compares poorly with the 

CGM. 

 

MARKETING FOLLOW-UP: The lack of a formal marketing strategy makes marketing follow-up a weakness.  

 

HOUSING: The vacancy rate for rental housing and homes are low enough that they could cause a large increase 

in housing cost. This risk in conjunction with the proportion of major officers living outside of the community makes 

housing a relative weakness for Grafton.  

 

PUBLIC TRANSIT: Access to public transit is problematic for most of Grafton. While the town does have the RTA, the 

routes are limited and do not run on weekends.  

SITES AVAILABLE: Grafton is proactive in maintaining an active relationship with real estate brokers and developers, but 

it does a poor job of publicizing available sites, reclaiming faltering properties, and protecting industrial land from 

incompatible uses.  

STATE AND LOCAL BUSINESS INCENTIVES: Grafton rarely takes advantage of the stateôs tax incentive 

programs, and does not actively pursue federal/state programs designated to attract and retain businesses. 

Although your municipality offers TIF arrangements, it does not offer any additional programs attractive to business 

investment. 

SITE AMENITIES: Grafton currently has little to no fine dining, retail shops, day care, and fast food restaurants near its 

available sites.  

TAX DELINQUENCY: Grafton has a higher number of tax defaulted properties than the CGM and the properties are 
typitcally auctioned much later. State regulations may be the cause of some slow down and the town appears to have a 
good policy of only selling properties that will provide net revenue, but this should be an issue to watch.  
 

Weaknesses among Less Important Location Factors 

 
WORKFORCE TRAINING: Grafton is not meeting demand for adult education programs that can help to develop 
the workforce and enhance opportunities.  
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AIRPORTS: Grafton is relatively close to a regional airport in Worcester but is over 31 miles from Logan International 

Airport and the time it takes to get to the airport can vary significantly depending on the time of day.  

 

DETAILED ANALYSIS AND QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 

The following is a ten-part section-by-section analysis of the EDSAT results comparing Graftonôs self-reported responses with the 

median response among the CGM. Each location factor is ranked with three possible symbols: The shaded circle (̧) denotes a Very 

Important factor, the half-shaded circle (Ú) denotes an Important factor, and the unshaded circle (º) denotes a Less Important factor.  

This ten-part portion of the reportðits heart, reallyðis presented in the same order as the questions listed on the EDSAT 

questionnaire, with the tabular printout of Graftonôs results appearing first, and our narrative summary and interpretation of the results 

appearing second. The tabular results are displayed in four primary groupings of information:  

Group 1 identifies a location factor (such as Highway Access), a circle indicating the relative importance of the location factor, and 

questions related to the factor that your town has already answered.  

Group 2 shows Graftonôs responses to the EDSAT questions.  

Group 3 is the median (or majority, for yes/no questions) response among the ñcomparison group municipalitiesò (or CGM) that have 

completed the EDSAT questionnaire. 

Group 4 is a series of green, yellow, or red blocks indicating how Grafton compares to the CGM. A built-in function in EDSAT 

allows a municipality to compare itself against a subset of the CGM by other criteria such as population, median income, or size of 

operating budget. For purposes of this analysis, however, Grafton is compared with all the CGM. 
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Section 1: Access to Customers/Markets  
In order to minimize transportation costs and time-to-market, businesses want adequate access to uncongested transportation corridors 

for their shipping needs, customers, and employees. Highway access, congestion, and parking are Very Important factors in location 

decisions. Public transportation is Important, while proximity to airports, rail, and water transport are Less Important. The overall 

physical attractiveness of public spaces, enforcement of codes, and condition of housing and commercial real estate are Important, as 

they are indications of general ecnomic health and quality of life in a community.  
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Section 2: Concentration of Businesses (Agglomeration) 
Agglomeration refers to the number of complementary and supplemental services and related firmsðincluding academic 

institutionsðthat are available within a jurisdiction to support new or existing companies. A concentration of similar or supporting 

companies creates a critical mass of businesses within an industry, making it easier for that industry to thrive in the local community, 

regionally, or on the state level. The scale of agglomeration within a jurisdiction can be enhanced by the intensity of its efforts to 

attract companies, its coordination of marketing plans with regional or state efforts, cross marketing among stakeholder organizations, 

and follow-up with existing and potential businesses. 
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Section 3: Cost of Land (Implicit/Explicit) 
The cost of land to a firm includes two Very Important factors: Infrastructure and Rent. Updating civil, utility, and 

telecommunications infrastructure is costly, and firms do not like to incur these expenses. Therefore, if a municipality does not already 

have adequate capacity in place, a potential firm could decide to locate somewhere else with stronger capacity. Likewise, Rents are 

Very Important as they contribute heavily to operating expenses. Location experts consider the quality of available space and amount 

of available land for development Important factors. 
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Section 4: Labor 
The effect of labor factors on location decisions runs somewhat contrary to popular belief. An available labor force that is adequately 

trained (Workforce Composition) is a Very Important factor, while the cost of labor is Important and the presence of strong unions is 

Less Important. Conventional wisdom often holds that higher labor costs and strong unions negatively affect a firmôs location 

decision. However, if the workforce is adequately skilled, these factors are not as detrimental as the conventional rule of thumb 

suggests. Workforce training resources is Less Important relative to other location factors. However, having a technically trained 

workforce whose skills align with the industries a municipality wants to attract is a valuable selling point. 

 

 

 












































